The Court of the Sassanians
also built hot baths and a hippodrome, two indispensable features of Roman and Greek life. The citizens were granted special privileges such as the free exercise of Christianity. They were ruled directly by the king and their town enjoyed the rights of asylum. There is today a colonial town of this kind, Julfa, opposite Isfahan. This was founded in A.D. 1604 by Shah Abbas for the former inhabitants of the Armenian town of Julfa on the Araxes in Azerbaijan. It still retains its original character.
On the western bank of the Tigris stood Seleucia, the oldest of these cities. It was founded about 300 B.C., as its name indicates, by Seleucus Nicator, Alexander the Great's general and the first Seleucid king. The Roman emperors Trajan and Verus destroyed it in the second century A.D. and the first Sassanian king Ardashir (224-241) rebuilt it as Veh-Ardashir (New Ardashir). It was a spacious city with neatly paved streets. There were private enclosures near the houses, as the wealthier inhabitants owned herds of cattle. These grazed during the day in a valley near Mahoza, the adjoining town. There was a large bazaar and, in the streets, strolling merchants hawked goods of every description. The wine-trade, as everywhere in the East, was carried on by the Jews. A flourishing commerce brought prosperity to the town. Gold chains and bracelets were sometimes so little esteemed that they were given to the poor as alms instead of money. If the inhabitants were not noted for their culture, they were famous as eaters and drinkers. "The women eat, but do not work", it was said. Seleucia was also the Christian centre of the Sassanian Empire and the residence of the catholicos. Here stood the Cathedral, the "great church of Seleucia", as well as other churches and convents. The inclusion of two other small townships within its borders gave the seven districts which made up Great Ctesiphon, called El Madain by the Arabs.
It is not difficult to picture this vast capital on the banks of the Tigris. Most of the houses were hidden in luxuriant green gardens. The tall, imposing "White Palace" could be seen from far away, and part of one of its wings, the famous Taq-i-Kesra, is still standing today. This was the ancient throne-
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